Susans Ultimate Guide to Pixel Piecing 


From TheBoredZombie.com 


Hi! I’m Susan from TheBoredZombie.com. 


One of my favorite style quilts to look at and make are pixel quilts. I’ve pieced more than 15,000 tiny 
little squares over the last four years using at least six different approaches and I've learned a thing or 
two about what really works for me. 


I’ve come up with a tried and true method that works for nearly any pixel size and creates some near 
perfect points and lines. I’ve done it so many times, I’ve hit just about every gotcha | could imagine 


and a few | never saw coming. 


I'll give you all of the tips and hints you need to create any pixel project you have in mind. Also 
included - a bonus pattern for the Luigi and Shy Guy 8-bit quilt bag! 


This project was originally created in 2015 as a contributor tutorial for TweetyLovesQuilting’s Stretch 
Your Skills yearlong tutorial series. Stop by Alida’s post to download a copy with her comments and 
ideas or my intro post at theboredzombie.com to see some of my failures while developing this process 
if you’re interested in reading more! 
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Planning a Pixel Quilt 


It’s aNumbers Game! 

The biggest question you have to ask yourself is “How big do | want this quilt anyway?” The good 
news is the math is really easy since each pixel is exactly the same size on all four sides. The size 
of your finished quilt can be determined really quickly: 


Width =Number of pixels across x pixel size 


Length =Number of pixels down x pixel size 


Consider Pac Man Ghost Clyde: 


Clyde is 16 pixels wide by 16 pixels long. If each of my pixels were 1”, Clyde would finish 16” x 
16”. If each of my pixels were 1.5”, Clyde would finish 24” x 24”. If each of my pixels were 5”, 
Clyde would finish 80” x 80”. If each of my pixels were 10” - well, Clyde would be stupid huge! 


Pro Tip: Clyde has 256 pixels, regardless of how big each individual pixel is he will always 
have 256 pixels. That means 256 squares will have to be cut and pieced. Consider that as part 
of your commitment when you’re picking your design. That Chrono and Marle quilt you’ ve 
been dreaming of that is 75 x 100 pixels 

will have 7500 pieces! 


Pixel quilts absolutely have limitations. I’m certain there is someone out there committed and 
serious enough to make an amazing 200 x 200 .5” pixel quilt that we would all fawn over and 


©2015 Susan Owenby from TheBoredZombie.com susandowenby@gmail.com 
Licensed under Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-ShareAlike license. (Read More) 
Page 3 of 21 


LOVE. For the rest of us 100 x 100 1” pixel king size quilt is about the most | would recommend 
tackling with 50 x 50 2” pixel king size quilt being a much happier place. 


Making good choices 
Choosing the right subject for a pixel quilt can be a real challenge. Once you get past the size of 
your project it is wise to take some time to consider a few other design details. 


Here’s a Final Fantasy Screen shot with one of my favorite bosses of all time, Ultros. 


Notice that Ultros looks a little blurry. None of his lines are crisp and it fairly difficult to make out 
his edges. This image is zoomed in to about 300% now imagine him at 1000% with 1” pixels. As he 
is - Ultros is a bad quilt choice. All is not lost though! He can be fixed. 


Pro Tip: Before | spend a ton of time making the actual pixel pattern, | like to draw over 
some of my expected changes with Microsoft Paint or Photoshop. If the subject just isn’t 
working, | don’t throw away a lot of pattern making time and can just move on to the next 
project. 
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Poor Ultros, he’s been digitized a million times from one screen to the next and has a wide range 
of colors in him that probably aren't there in his 16-bit version. A quick fix is to limit the pallet. 
To demonstrate, | did a mock up on his eyes and teeth. | used a single yellow, a single red, anda 


single dark purple in the shadows. 


Ah! Now he’s starting to look more like himself. He’s getting defined edges and the blur is no 
longer an issue. If | were to continue with Ultros, I'd limit him to two, possibly three purples and a 
highlight color to be used sparingly. 


Pro Tip: Use you squinty eyes! If you squint at Ultros, the individual colors will start to 
fade and you'll notice the most prominent colors. Squinting will help you decide where to 
change over from one color to the next. It is exactly how | decided Ultros had no more than 
three purples in him. 


Here’s some other things to consider when choosing a pixel design 


> Pixel Quilts with a large number of small pixels don’t tend to look like much up close. The 
viewer has to know what they are looking at or have the ability to step back and take it all 
in. Make sure when you show off your awesome work, you don’t stand too close! 
> How will you finish your quilt? 
o If you’re adding borders, remember to include them when calculating how many 
pixels you want to work with. 
oO Speaking of borders - if you don’t want the pixels in your design to touch the 
binding, you may want to consider a row of background pixels all the way around 
your design. 


©2015 Susan Owenby from TheBoredZombie.com susandowenby@gmail.com 
Licensed under Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-ShareAlike license. (Read More) 
Page 5 of 21 


o If your pixel design is an odd shape, consider adding extra rows to the top and 
bottom or right and left to keep the dimensions quilt friendly. 
> Pixel quilts with pixels smaller than .5” can be on the challenging side to quilt. 


The Software 

You can absolutely design your pixel quilt with nothing more than some graph paper and a few 
colored pencils. | prefer working with cross stitch software. The biggest advantage is that it 
counts my squares so | can quickly and accurately determine what | need to buy and cut. 
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| really like to work with KG-Stitch. Sadly, the freeware version is no longer available, but they do 
offer a 30 day trial before you buy. | like KG-Stitch because it is simple and straightforward. There 
are a few simple tools like the paintbrush, eraser, fills, and select. Each of these tools exists for 
one simple purpose, point and click square coloring. 


Pro-tip: KG-stitch does have an online manual that explains the layout of the screens and 
generally how to use the software. Breezing through the first few sections describing the 
screen layouts and basic functionality is likely all you'll need for pixel projects. 


KG-Stitch does offer an import feature that allows the user to import an image that auto- 
magically gets turned into squares. | don’t find that feature really works for pixel designs. 
Remember poor Ultros and his weird range of colors? That happens a lot when importing an image 
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and seems to be a magnified problem with an image that is already pixels. I’ve found it much less 
frustrating to just start at the top and draw my pixels one (or many with the large brush) at a 
time. 


Fabric requirements 

After you've selected your subject and created a pixel pattern, you'll want to determine how 
much fabric you need to complete your project. Let’s take another look at Clyde and walk through 
the math for fabric requirements if he was made with 2.5” finished pixels. 


Color Table (DMC) 


Cross Stitch 
M996 = (98 ct 
| Ze (126 ct) 


Mise Bet) 
| B5200 (24 ct) 


The square count is the number in ()s, not the number next to the color! If we were cross stitching 
this project, the number next to the color would identify the thread color to use. | like to start 
with the largest number of pixels so | would do the math for the 126 Orange pixels first. 


REMEMBER - You must add a half inch for seam allowance. In this sample, our finished pixels are 
2.5” so all of our squares will be cut 3”. 


The width of fabric (WOF) for most quilting cotton prints is 44”. | typically start math with WOF of 
40” or 42” to allow room for mistakes or shrinkage in washed fabrics. | need to know how many 
squares | can get in one strip of fabric: 


WOF / size of pixels = #of pixels in a strip 
40” / 3” =13 


Now that | know | get 13 squares a strip, | need to figure out how many 3” strips to cut: 


Total number of pixels / #of pixels in a strip =#of strips to cut 
126/ 13 =9.6 
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| know | can never round down, so | need at least 10 strips +a little bit of extra yardage to cover 
mistakes or bad math. 


# of strips required x size of pixels +a little extra =required yardage 
10 x 3” +3” =33" 


| really like pictures so here is an image representation of the steps. 


40/3 = 13 
WOF (each strip cre- Total Number of | 
40” ates 13 squares divided b 


= squares per Strip 
Preparing to Piece 


Now you have a pattern, you've calculated your fabric requirements, collected the perfect fabrics 
and cut your pixels. On to piecing! | like to piece my pixel quilts by using a paper piecing method. 
It takes a little bit of extra time to prepare the paper, but totally worth it. This method is usable 


Be for just about any pixel size, you'll get near perfect 
P points and lines, and it is inexpensive. 


| buy plain old artist’s tracing paper. It is typically found 
in most craft stores with the sketch books. You can buy 
it in pads or better yet - on the roll. This roll happens to 
be exactly the width of the cutting mat which really 
) quite perfect. 
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Pro Tip: More than likely, you won't fit your whole quilt on one piece of paper. It will 
seem like a good idea to start with the biggest sheet of paper known to man. Trust me - it 
isn’t. Bigger is much harder to manage. | wouldn’t go more than 24” x 36”. 


Using the lines on your cutting mat that you can see through the tracing paper, draw a line at 
each increment of your pixel size (with seam allowance). In the following picture, you'll see that 
it looks really crazy and confusing with all of the lines everywhere while the paper is still flat on 
the cutting mat, but is perfect when you pick it up. 
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Just one more step before you can finally sew 
something! If you score the lines by folding the 
paper in the same direction on each line, you'll 
create nice little pockets for the pixels to rest in. 


It also makes life so much easier when you’re ready 
to sew the cross length pixels. 


Pro Tip: After you have marked your lines, turn the paper over and use it with the backside 
up. This way the ink is never in direct contact with your fabric. You'll avoid unfortunate 
transfers when you heat the paper and fabric. 


Let’s start piecing! ! 


Tracing Paper and Glue — so happy together 

Ready for the magic ingredient? Here it is - a plain white school glue stick. Following your printed 
pattern, lay out two rows of your pixels using the lines on your tracing paper as a guide. Put a 
small dab of glue on the paper to tack the fabric in place. Fold the paper on the line, stitch a 1/4” 
from the fold and repeat with the next row. 
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Keep on trucking row by row. If you're feeling really froggy, you can glue down three to four rows 
sew them, then glue down the next three to four. 


Pro Tip: Use a small stitch length, especially will small pixels. The smaller stitch will make 
it much easier to remove the paper when you’ re finished. 


Pro Tip: Once you start building your rows quickly, you may need to accelerate the glue 
drying process. Hit your pixels with a hot iron and the glue will dry almost instantly! 


After you’ve completed all of the rows, you'll have a rather amusing looking pixel project. 


ol Pdbers 


Next, remove the paper covering the seam allowance. Do not remove the paper between the 
seams, you'll need those lines to fold and sew the crosswise seams. 


Press your seams in opposite directions. This will seems like an impossible task before you get 
started, but it is totally do-able. Work in sections by finger pressing the seams in opposite 
directions. Once they are leaning in the right direction, place the iron directly on top of them. 
Press, don’t iron and it will look like this when you’ re finished. 
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Everything is now lined up to sew the seams for the cross lines. Fold at each line right sides 
together and sew a %4” seam. 


Pro Tip: | like to start in the center and turn the project in the direction that puts the 
folded side of the seam on the bottom when it reaches the needle. | find that it really helps 
me avoid accidently turning a seam allowance in the wrong direction. 


After all of your seams are sewn, remove the paper and admire your work! 
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Press the cross seams in the same direction and you're done! If you happen to be working on a 


project with multiple sections, just piece them together when they are done. 


Quilt Bag Pattern 


| used the pixel method to create myself a shiny new quilt bag. 


The finished size is big enough to tuck 1 -2 quilts in. 


| simply can’t wait to take a quilt to my next bee or guild meeting! 


Supplies 


Pixel Pattern (it helps to print the page with the pixel grid) 
General Supplies: thread, batting, scissors 

3” x 22” of medium weight stabilizer 

Tracing paper 

30” of blue fabric (scrappy is awesome) 

6” of black and white fabrics 


4.5” of red, green, and flesh tone fabrics 


Using the pixel piecing method described in this tutorial, piece together the two sides of the bag 
using the pixel pattern on the next page. The pixels on the bag are 1” finished squares which 
means all of the pixels are cut 1.5” and the tracing paper template is made in 1.5” increments. 


My tracing paper wasn’t quite big enough for all of the pixels on one side of the bag so | taped a 
little bit of extra tracing paper on the edge using plain old Scotch tape. Alternatively, you could 
make the bag in smaller sections and piece it together. 
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Color Table (DMC) 


Cross Stich 

| (99 ct) 
| Ean (50 ct) 
|_| 748 (105 ct) 
WB sess zat 
sees) serct 
728 (42 ct) 
BB oes (59 ct) 
973 (2 ct) 


Note: 
You should finish with two separate pieces with NO WHITE around the outside. 
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Quilt as desired 


For each bag side (Luigi and Shy Guy in my bag) cut a pieces of batting 2” larger than your bag 
side all the way around. For my project, | really wanted to keep the spirit of the pixel shape, so | 
decided to quilt mine with a stitch in the ditch walking foot. You could choose any quilting style 
or pattern that is to your taste and experience level. 


Should you choose stitch in the ditch, be aware - you can easily warp your pixels during this step. | 
know I’ve done it more times than | can count. The problem occurs when you stitch all of your 
rows in the same direction starting from one edge and working towards the other. The walking 
foot and the feed dogs create a slight pull. If you never change directions, the pull starts to add 
up and before long, you’re no longer square. Here’s a sketch of how | worked around the issue: 


* e 
ee § @ Sees *<6o “= 


| start in the center at the green line above the red arrows then follow the ditch. To turn around, 
| keep sewing into the excess batting and pivot around to the next line of pixels. Since | started in 
the middle, | break the thread at the end of the red arrows at start again at the green line under 
the blue arrows. | turn the whole project 90 degrees and repeat on the cross lines. 
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Pixel quilts often have a wide variety of colors in them. Choosing the “right” thread color can be 
nearly impossible. Even if you’re a super star ditch quilter - a light colored thread will glow on 
black fabric. For my project, | used a neutral that all but disappeared in the lighter colors. To 
hide on the black fabric, | colored it with a sharpie marker! 


After you've finished quilting, trim the excess batting away along the edges of your pixels. The 
two sides of your bag should be the same size. If they are not, trim them to match. 


Before you assemble the bag, cut your lining. | have not included specific lining measurements 
because slight differences in the %4” seam will change the size of the finished bag sides. | find it 
easier and safer to cut the lining to fit. 


Place a two pieces of lining fabric right sides together on your cutting mat. Place one of the bag 
sides on top of the lining pieces and cut all the way around %4” from the edges of the outside of 
the bag. It will look something like this: 
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We're finally ready to assemble the bag! Things go really fast from here - | promise. 


Box the bag 


One corner at a time, fold the notched edges on the bottom of the bag right sides together. Start 
at the inside of the corner and put a %” seam from 
the inside to the edge. 


| stitched this seam twice on all four corners. It 
probably wasn’t necessary for me to do so, but it 
probably doesn’t hurt either. After the corners are 
sewn, place the two bag sides right sides together 
and sew a 1/4” seam all around the three closed 
sides (not the top!). 
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You'll notice it gets really hairy when the corners meet. Try to keep your seams as flat as 
possible. It may even be a wise decision to remove the batting in those seams (wish | had thought 
of that when | made my bag!) 


You'll notice that even though your bag has boxed corners, it doesn’t have much shape. To help it 
out, | made faux piping by adding a %4” seam right down the sides and bottom of the bag where | 
wanted to “turn”. 
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It is very problematic at the bottom where the cornered seams meet. On my bag, | was 
unsuccessful getting the needle all the way through the bulky seams. Had | cut out some of the 
batting, it may have worked better. 


That is it for the outside. 


Now you can fit your lining. Baste (use a long stitch length) your lining corners using the same 
technique as the outside. Baste your lining together right sides together with a 1/2” seam 
allowance. Test it by putting it in your bag, pinning the top edges and making sure it fits. 


If it doesn’t fit, make adjustments to your seam allowance. Too big? Baste in a larger seam 
allowance. Too little? Take out your basting stitch and use a %” seam allowance. Once you're 
satisfied with the size, put in a standard stitch on your basting line. Your final stitch should leave 
an opening at the bottom of the lining about the size of your fist for turning the bag right side out 
at the end. 


Make two bag straps to your taste. Mine finish at 1.5” x 24”. Baste your bag straps in place on the 
outside of your bag using a short seam allowance (1/ 8” to scant %4”). 
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OO 


Put the bag inside the lining with the right sides together. You'll be looking at the wrong side of 
the lining on the outside and the batting on the inside of the bag. The straps should be between 
the outside of the bag and lining exactly as pictured above. Pin the lining to the top of the bag. 
Keep it centered by matching the lining and bag seams on the sides. Sewing the lining and the bag 
together all the way around the top. Be careful where those side seams meet, they are thick! 


Turn the bag right side out through the hole left in the lining. Close the hole in the lining with a 
whip stitch or, if you’re lazy like me, machine top stitch it. | like to press the lining to the inside 
and put another faux piping top stitch all the way around the top edge to keep the lining from 
popping up and being otherwise unruly. 


That's it! You’re done. It is a very big very washable bag good to take anywhere you'd like drag it. 
Have fun and if you make one, | really want to see it!! 
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Where to find more patterns/inspiration 


Want some other pixel patterns I’ve already digitized? Here’s some of my favorites! 


Big Bowser! A king size quilt for the King of For you Star Wars fan - 
Koopas! Pick up the pixel pattern here! here’s a great R2D2! 


When | was learning the ropes, | started with How about this 8-bit wreath1? 
Yy" squares! | did a cross stitch. Maybe with a few edits it 


See how far my process has come... could be a quilt too! 
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